GENERAL INTRODUCTION	11
the Alvars were predecessors of Ramanuja, and the differ-
ences of opinion are only as to their relative positions, and
as to the period to which the earliest of them belong.
Professor S. Krishnaswamy Aiyangar appears inclined to
place the four earliest Alvars in the second century a,d. ; but
in the judgment of the present writer the evidence for this
is lacking, and a considerably later date, the middle of the
seventh century, must be assigned to them. The late Mr.
T. A. Gopinatha Rao has pointed out that one of the early
Alvars, Bhutattalvar, makes reference to Mamallai as the
place of his birth. This is clearly Mahabalipuram (The Seven
Pagodas), established as a seaport by thePallava king, Nara-
simhavarman I, surnamed Mahamalla, in the middle of the
seventh century. This carries with it a later date for Bhutatt-
alvar and his contemporaries, Pey Alvar and Poykai Alvar.
In the chronology that is here adopted, Gopinatha Rao has
been followed, though it has not been thought necessary to
give the detailed evidence that he brings in support of his
conclusions. In any case the chronology is so disputed that
in this introduction no theories are based upon its details,
and no attempt is made to trace any progression of thought
from the earlier to the later.
As to the main order of the Alvars, there is very general
agreement_that the traditional account may be followed. The
first three Alvars are pey a:lvar, bhutattai,var, and poy--
kai alvar, and their story illustrates the meaning of the
name' Alvar' that all these devotees have in common; the
Alvar is one who has gone deep in the knowledge of God,
one who is immersed in the contemplation of him. Pey
Alvar, according to the tradition was born in a red lotus
in a well in Mylapore. On the same day, a few miles to the
south, at Mahabalipuram, was bora Bhutam, also in a
flower, while the day before saw the birth of Poykai in a
lotus in the tank of the Vishnu temple at Kanchi (Corrjee-
varam). It chanced that one night each of them was
weather-bound, and they took shelter one after the other in
a space all too small for them. As they stood thus dose
together to escape the fury of the rain they became con-
scious of another Presence squeezing in among them. It
was God Himself; and when the day came, each of them

